season. Reporting "typical" or "average" time farming after the completion of the season requires remembering distant events and making complicated mental calculations. Alternatively, reporting hours worked in the last 7 days at any single point during the agricultural season will not necessarily be indicative of total labor during the season if labor inputs vary considerably across weeks during the season.
We conducted an experiment…
To study the accuracy of farm labor data in household surveys, we conducted a survey experiment during the main agricultural season (roughly January-June 2014) in the Mara district of Tanzania. A random sample of 854 households from 18 communities was randomly assigned to one of the following alternative survey designs: 1. Weekly Visit (benchmark): weekly face-to-face surveys for the duration of the season. 2. Weekly Phone (alternative): weekly phone surveys for the duration of the season. 3. Recall Modules NPS (business-as-usual): single face-to-face survey at the end of the agricultural season. Two commonly used designs were tested.
…that shows labor recall modules lead to exaggerated labor input estimates
We establish the magnitude of bias by comparing the Weekly Phone and Weekly Recall groups to the Weekly Visit design. This is based on the premise that the figures reported in the Weekly Visit design are likely to be the closest to the "truth". The table shows that the season-wide labor values reported in the weekly phone survey were close to the weekly face-to-face interviews, but the recall modules resulted in highly inflated estimates of total weeks and total days worked. However measures of labor based on hours per day, are exaggerated only slightly in the recall estimates. Based on this information on time use, we calculate number of hours worked per plot per person. Total hours worked per plot per person over the season is 3.4 times higher in the recall than in the weekly interviews. The phone survey performs better than recall-based methods, exaggerating hours worked only by a factor of 1.2.
…and we believe we understand why respondents misreport
The table shows that the bias in the total number of hours worked per plot per person is primarily driven by the reports of weeks and days worked, not from the reports on the hours worked per day.
For the smallholders in our study, work schedules are both variable (that is, they are different from one week to another) and irregular (that is, there is no systematic or predictable pattern to the variability in work across weeks). Conditional on working that day, however, the number of hours worked is relatively regular (typically from 7am to 11am). From the social and cognitive psychology literature we know that the strategy a respondent uses to come up with an answer to a question on the frequency of occurrence of an event will depend on, among other things, the regularity and salience of that event. Salient events can be recalled and counted, whereas regular events can be estimated using rate-based estimation techniques, even if these events are not salient. Being neither salient nor regular respondents are not able to make use of rate-based or recall and count strategies when reporting on farm labor, leading to erroneous reports.
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…as well as for the debate on agricultural productivity
Finally, our results have implications for the debate on why value added per worker is so much lower in the agricultural sector than in the nonagricultural sector -and how such a difference can be sustained in the long-run. Our results suggest that measurement and data quality may be especially important here. Studies suffering from similar recall bias would overstate how much people work on farms, which, ceteris paribus, leads to underestimates of labor productivity on these farms.
